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This	 chapter	 presents	 several	 Italian	 case	 studies	 to	 interpret	 and	 discuss	 the
concept	of	ancient	 forests	by	means	of	methods	and	sources	used	by	historical
ecology.	The	concept	and	definition	of	ancient	forest	has	been	largely	discussed
in	 UK	 by	 the	 Historical	 Ecology	 Discussion	 Group	 (HEDGE)	 since	 the	 late
1960s	 in	 a	 series	 of	 seminars	 hosted	 at	 the	Huntington	 Institute	 of	 Terrestrial
Ecology.	 This	 was	 followed	 in	 1976	 by	 Oliver	 Rackham’s	 book	 Trees	 and
Woodlands	in	the	British	Landscape,	published	in	the	“Archaeology	in	the	Field
Series”.	In	1980,	Rackham’s	book	Ancient	Woodland:	its	history,	vegetation	and
uses	 in	 England	 inspired	 nature	 conservation	 policies	 in	 British	 ancient
woodlands	(Rackham,	1976,	1980;	Arnold,	2016).
Recently,	 the	 debate	 in	 continental	 Europe	 about	 the	 role	 of	 the	 historical
approach	 in	 ecology	 has	 neglected	 these	 English	 works,	 favouring	 instead
American	 historical	 ecology.	 Moreover,	 scholars	 have	 widely	 focused	 on	 the
French	Annales	 E.S.C.	 tradition	 rather	 than	 on	 British	 local	 history	 (Hoskins,
1955),	an	approach	based	on	multiple	historical	sources	that	was	the	background
of	 the	 HEDGE	 historical	 approach	 in	 the	 study	 of	 ecosystems	 (Cevasco	 and
Moreno,	2015).
The	 historical	 approach	 adopted	 by	 the	 Laboratory	 of	 Environmental
Archaeology	and	History	(LASA)	of	the	University	of	Genoa	involves	the	use	of
multiple	 sources	 (textual,	 geographic,	 archaeological,	 ethnologic,	 oral,
environmental),	 a	 regressive	 method	 and	 strong	 spatial	 and	 social
contextualization.	In	fact,	the	methods	of	British	historical	ecology	(sensu	Oliver
Rackham)	have	been	developed	by	reworking	and	comparing	contents	of	British
local	 history	 with	 those	 proposed	 by	 the	 Italian	 microhistory	 (Grendi,	 1996;
Raggio	2004).
This	 analytical	 historical	 approach	 has	 been	 used	 in	 discussing	 the	 interest	 of
microhistorical-geographical	 sources	 (Cevasco,	 2007).	 The	 sedimentary	 and
observational	sources	generally	related	to	woodland	environmental	archaeology
are	 now	 more	 generally	 produced	 and	 analysed	 as	 part	 of	 an	 archaeology	 of
environmental	resources	(Pescini,	2018).
The	 strengths	 and	weaknesses	 of	 this	 approach	will	 be	 illustrated	 through	 two
selected	case	studies	concerning	the	history	of	Mediterranean	multi-use	systems





characterize	 the	 state	 of	 ancient	 forests	 (Quercus	 cerris	 woodland	 in	 Upper
Trebbia-Aveto	Basin	in	the	north-western	Apennines)	and	recent	forests	(woody










of	 the	 surrounding	 ‘individual	 landscape’	 (Pescini	 et	 al.,	 2018;	 Molinari	 and
Montanari,	2016).	As	we	will	show	in	the	following	case	studies,	this	approach
can	 be	 very	 helpful	 in	 ascertaining	 the	 difference	 between	 ancient	 and	 recent
forests.	Moreover,	in	the	Mediterranean	(both	in	mountain	and	coastal	areas),	we
considered	 an	 ancient	 forest	 with	 a	 tree	 population	with	more	 than	 200	 years
continuity	(sensu	O.	Rackham),	demonstrated	by	land-use	continuity	recorded	in
historic	documents	and	cartography.	By	contrast,	a	recent	forest,	as	we	will	show








Apennines	 in	 the	 context	 of	 local	multiple	 tree-land	 systems	 (Cevasco,	 2004).
However,	 the	 historical	 dynamics	 of	 these	 oak	 populations	 remain	 largely
unknown.	 The	 present	 (AA.	 VV.,	 2006)	 western	 distribution	 in	 Liguria,	 for
instance,	shows	only	two	small	populations	in	the	Upper	Bormida	Valley	that	are
generally	 included	 in	 the	 Illirian	oak-hornbeam	forest	phytosociological	group.
Even	 so,	 in	 medieval	 documents	Quercus	 cerris	 is	 mentioned	 extensively	 in
central	 and	 western	 Liguria	 and	 there	 is	 rich	 place-name	 evidence	 of	 its	 past
presence.	 Currently	 this	 species	 is	 characteristic	 of	 many	 woodland	 areas,
especially	in	the	eastern	part	of	the	region.
Our	 research	provides	new	 information	 that	 is	useful	 in	understanding	 the	past
role	 of	 Turkey	 oak	 in	 the	 mosaic	 of	 specific	 local	 multiple	 tree-land	 systems
(Cevasco,	2004)	that	have	shaped	the	eastern	Ligurian	landscapes.
A	 project	 devoted	 to	 the	 study	 of	 wetland	 habitats	 considered	 to	 be
biostratigraphic	 archives	 for	 the	 study	 of	 environmental	 resource	 archaeology
allowed	 us	 to	 localize	 a	 number	 of	 unrecorded	 sites	 in	 this	 section	 of	 the
Ligurian	Apennines	 (Guido	 et	 al.,	 2013).	 The	 Lago	 Rezzo	 site	 (Rezzoaglio	 –





The	 diagram	 provides	 evidence	 on	 a	 local	 scale	 of	 two	 main	 medieval	 and
postmedieval	phases	of	oak	tree/woodland	expansion	on	the	slopes	of	this	small
lake	 basin	 situated	 at	 779	m	 asl	 (Cevasco,	 2013);	we	will	 briefly	 discuss	 this
evidence	with	reference	to	a	number	of	possible	environmental	indicators	(Table
7-1)	and	historical	sources.	Two	radiocarbon	dates	at	depths	of	45	cm	and	145
cm	 provide	 an	 initial	 chronology	 for	 the	 core	 (in	 this	 text	 and	 in	 the	 diagram
approximated	as	ca.	1750	AD	and	ca.	1300	AD).
In	the	diagram	discussion,	by	means	of	the	abovementioned	regressive	approach,
the	 postmedieval	 phase	 has	 been	 interpreted	 as	 covering	 the	 whole	 feudal
economy:	we	can	start	from	the	present	pollen	rain	(0-10	cm	deep)	and	go	back
in	 time.	 The	 diagram	 shows	 an	 increasing	 trend	 of	 deciduous	Quercus	 pollen
around	 1600	 (with	 increase	 of	 Cerealia,	 Secale	 as	 well)	 to	 the	 1820s.	 This
feature	 is	 consistent	 with	 the	 effects	 of	 the	 local	 system	 of	 common	 land
management	 on	 trees	 and	 herbs.	At	 present,	 in	 the	 small	 basin	 of	 the	Lago	 di
Rezzo,	 other	 species	 of	Quercus	 are	 present	 while	Quercus	 cerris	 is	 lacking.
This	observation	 is	completed	by	 the	description	of	 the	oak	 tree	canopy	of	 the
same	 basin	 slopes,	 as	 documented	 in	 a	woodland	 inventory	 (Bertolotto	 et	 al.,
2000)	 of	 the	 parish	 of	 Rezzoaglio	 (compiled	 by	 Forestry	 Administration	 in
1822).	 The	 site	 is	 described	 here	 as	 ‘terre	 alberate	 di	 cerro’,	 meaning	 a	 land
bearing	 Turkey	 oak	 trees.	 The	 inventory	 also	 specifies	 their	 use	 as	 ‘cerri	 da
foglia’,	referring	to	the	importance	of	this	species	for	leaf	fodder	production.	The
shredding	Turkey	oak	trees	was	largely	still	in	practice	in	the	1950s	but	it	was	a





crops	 (see	 Cerealia,	 Secale,	 Rumex	 acetosella	 in	 the	 pollen	 diagram	 as	 an
indicator	 species	 of	 a	 temporary	 field	 system:	 small	 patches	 of	 land	 were
cultivated	by	sowing	cereals	in	between	trees	(Watkins,	2014).	The	annual	cycle
also	included	a	set	of	different	agrosilvopastoral	practices	employing	controlled
fire	 (this	 activity	 and	 its	 variation	 in	 time	 is	 evidenced	 by	 the	micro-charcoal
regular	trend	in	the	pollen	diagram	in	Figure	7-2).
In	 the	 same	 way	 a	 medieval	 phase	 (1150-1300	 AD)	 could	 be	 identified	 as
characterized	 by	 the	 increase	 of	 deciduous	 Quercus	 and	 Corylus	 pollen,	 the
presence	 of	Pteridium,	 and	micro-charcoal	 variations.	 These	 trends	 have	 been
related	 to	an	 increase	 in	 the	 importance	of	pig	farming	activity	on	 the	 lands	of
Bobbio	Abbey	founded	in	the	Trebbia	Valley	in	614	AD	by	the	Irish	monk	Saint
Columbanus.	 It	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	 a	 very	 early	 representation	 of	 a
shredded	 and	 pollarded	 oak	 tree	 is	 found	 in	 the	 crypt	 of	 the	 Bobbio	 Abbey
church.	In	the	mosaic,	dated	to	the	second	half	of	the	12th	century,	the	image	for
















In	 the	 same	 township,	 a	 16th	 century	 map	 –	 made	 to	 settle	 a	 border	 dispute
between	the	village	of	Coli	and	the	Bobbio	Abbey	–	documents	many	scattered
and	 shredded	 turkey	 oaks	 around	 the	 village	 of	 Coli,	 near	 Bobbio.	 The
individually	 named	 and	 owned	 Turkey	 oak	 trees	 (cerro)	 were	 growing	 on
common	land,	but	does	the	map	show	a	continuity	of	management	for	sheep	and
pig	 pannage	 of	 the	 medieval	 expansion	 phase?	 Each	 tree	 is	 named,	 which





is	 separate	 from	 the	 possession	 of	 the	 common	 ground.	 This	 kind	 of	 resource








well	 as	 textual	 and	 iconographic	 documents	 suggest	 that	 Quercus	 cerris
‘woodlands’	in	the	Ligurian	Apennines	have	some	common	widespread	features.
They	have	been	continuously	managed	almost	since	medieval	times	in	multiple
use	 common	 land	 systems.	 Rather	 than	 a	 woodland	 ecosystem,	 this	 reflects	 a
system	of	‘land	bearing	trees’	(terre	alberate).	These	kinds	of	populations	were
planted/promoted	 up	 until	 the	 1820s	 and	 generally	 managed	 as	 single	 trees
producing	domestic	fruit/leaf.	This	type	of	management	declined	slowly	between
1850	and	1950	following	the	decline	of	transhumant	sheep	flocks	and	the	demise
of	 common	 land	 rights	 of	 access.	 The	 postmedieval	 phase	 of	 Turkey	 oak
expansion	 was	 preceded	 by	 an	 important	 (medieval)	 phase	 of	 Turkey	 oak
management	possibly	connected	with	pig	farming	pannage	practices	associated
with	Bobbio	Abbey.	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	there	was	no	apparent	conflict	in
obtaining	 acorns	 and	 fodder	 from	 the	 same	 trees:	 we	 find	 this	 in	 some
specialized	areas	of	19th	century	Ligurian	chestnut	orchards.
Can	the	current	Turkey	oak	woodland	in	this	part	of	north-western	Apennines	be
considered	 ‘ancient	 forests’?	 These	 arboreal	 populations	 show	 a	 long	 genetic
continuity	 (see	 the	 continuous	 curve	 in	 pollen	 diagrams),	 and	 in	 the	 Trebbia
Valley	 some	 Turkey	 oak	 veteran	 trees	 (from	 ancient	wooded	 pasture)	 are	 still
living.	 In	 fact,	 each	 individual	 tree	 could	 be	 a	 historical	 living	 archive	 of	 this





In	 the	 Merula	 Valley,	 the	 watershed	 vegetation	 cover	 was	 recently	 (2015)
classified	 as	 ‘mixed	 woodland’	 (with	 Quercus	 pubescens)	 by	 a	 regional
government	 land-use	 map	 (Table	 7-2	 line	 10).	 Different	 Quercus	 pubescens
populations	 on	 this	 slope	 have	 been	 observed	 to	 have	 different	 responses	 to
water	stress.	Six	sites	(ME1-ME6)	were	chosen	to	investigate	the	site	ecology	to
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The	 ME1	 site	 shows	 a	 thermophile	 deciduous	 wood	 with	 conifers	 which	 is
described	by	the	official	land-use	map	(Table	7-2)	as	‘mixed	broadleaved	forest’.
Nevertheless,	 according	 to	 cartographic	 sources	 from	 the	 first	 half	 of	 19th
century	 (Tables	 7-2	 and	 7-3)	 the	 land	 cover	 was	 a	 wooded	 meadow,	 bearing
pines.	 An	 environmental	 archaeology	 survey	 allowed	 us	 to	 identify	 a	 rare
population	 of	Maritime	 pines	 (Pinus	pinaster)	 that	were	 100	 to	 200	 years	 old
mixed	with	 some	downy	oak	 (Quercus	pubescens),	 possibly	 around	 100	 years
old.	 Clearance	 stone	 cairns	 were	 detected,	 probably	 linked	 with	 past	 wooded
meadow	 use	 for	 hay	 production	 (19th-20th	 century).	 A	 preliminary	 botanical
survey	 indicated	 (not	 unexpectedly)	 both	 wood	 habitat	 species	 and	 meadow
species.	 A	 soil	 profile	 clearly	 showed	 a	 forest	 soil	 with	 traces	 of	 recent	 fire
(charcoal	in	the	most	superficial	part	of	the	A	horizon).
The	ME2	site	shows	a	mixed	oak	wood	with	Mediterranean	scrub	understorey,
described	 by	 a	 current	 land-use	 map	 as	 ‘mixed	 wood’.	 The	 pines	 have
disappeared	 and	 the	 downy	 oak	 trees	 show	 the	 effects	 of	 a	 wildfire	 regime
established	on	this	slope	over	the	last	30	to	40	years.	Past	fire	effects	appear	in
the	 form	 and	 shape	 of	 the	 downy	 oak.	 Oak	 trees	 take	 the	 form	 of	 coppiced
stumps	(‘coppice	by	fire’)	and	show	irregular	rings	growing	with	recurrent	fire
scars.	As	 for	ME1,	we	 found	archaeological	 remains	 such	as	 ruined	buildings,
probably	with	a	phase	of	pastoral	shelter	use,	and	terraced	land.














For	 the	 ME5	 site,	 cartographic	 analysis	 proves	 the	 presence	 of	 an	 ‘ancient
woodland’	site.	In	1750	AD	(Table	7-3)	this	area	was	shown	as	a	wooded	site;	in
the	following	years	its	uses	changed.	The	1852	map	documented	it	as	a	wooded
meadow	 site.	 This	 discrepancy	 could	 be	 due	 to	 the	 application	 of	 different
classification	 methods	 of	 the	 same	 (continuous)	 land	 cover	 by	 surveyors
evaluating	 the	 density	 of	 trees	 differently.	 Continuity	 of	 the	 tree	 population
seems	to	be	granted	at	 this	site.	Field	observations	show	a	 terraced	slope,	with
indicator	 species	 such	 as	 Coronilla	 emerus,	 which	 confirms	 a	 thermophilous
deciduous	 woodland	 habitat;	 the	 ancient	 wood	 cover	 appears	 now	 infilled	 by
Mediterranean	shrubs	regularly	burnt	under	the	present	wildfire	regime.
Similarly,	 an	 ancient	 woodland	 site	 is	 documented	 in	 ME6	 by	 a	 1750	 map.
Cartographic	 analysis	 shows	 a	 clear	 continuity	 of	 land	 use	 and	 land	 cover.	At
present	we	find	a	mixed	population	of	downy	oak	and	maritime	pines	(estimated
to	be	around	100	years	old).	The	soil	profile	also	shows	a	mature	woodland	soil.
To	 conclude,	 the	 comparison	 of	 field	 and	 documentary	 sources	 allows	 us	 to









of	 the	 recent	 official	 maps	 on	 land	 use	 and	 the	 NF	 Inventory	 data,	 we	 could
classify	all	the	woodland	of	the	Merula	Valley	slope	as	an	ancient	forest.	Using	a
historical	 approach	 to	 individual	woods	 (or	 individual	 sites)	 allows	 us	 to	 shed
more	light	on	complex	vegetation	and	soil	dynamics.
By	 comparing	 different	 environmental	 dynamics	 leading	 to	 the	 present	 plant
cover	in	an	individual	landscape	of	this	type	of	Mediterranean	valley,	the	role	of
past	local	land	management	systems	in	shaping	sites	can	be	carefully	evaluated.
In	 the	Merula	Valley,	 indications	 about	 the	 transition	 from	an	ordered	pastoral
fire	 regime	 to	 present	 uncontrolled	 fires	 emerge	 from	 the	 combined	 study	 of

























There	 is	 some	evidence	 for	 the	medieval	 phase	of	 fire	 practices	 in	 the	Merula
Valley.	 For	 example,	 the	 information	 hidden	 in	 the	 detailed	 Latin	 text	 of	 the




of	 variations	 until	 the	 end	 of	 18th	 century	 when	 these	 local	 regulations	 were
discontinued	 (Bracciale,	 2012).	 The	 regulations	 describe	 (and	 proscribe)	 the
practices	of	people	who	were	clearly	very	knowledgeable	about	 the	use	of	 fire
within	 a	 system	 of	 access	 to	 common	 pastoral	 resources.	 This	management	 is
called	the	‘bandita’,	or	multiple	land	uses,	which	allowed	the	use	of	controlled
fires	 in	 certain	 areas	 of	 the	 valley.	 New	 perspectives	 can	 be	 opened	 by	 the
research	 into	 archaeological	 remains	 of	 this	 medieval	 (or	 more	 ancient)	 fire
regime,	which	we	assume	we	have	 recovered	 in	 the	ME4	soil	profile.	Specific
anthracological	work	is	planned	in	this	direction.
If	 we	 go	 back	 to	 the	 different	water	 stress	 reactions	 observed	 in	 the	 different
Quercus	pubescens	population	sites,	we	can	now	suggest	a	fresh	interpretation	of





between	 the	 19th	 and	 20th	 centuries	 for	 Turkey	 oak	 or	 the	 fire	 regime
established	by	the	system	of	coastal	Bandite	(settled	here	at	least	since	the	14th
century)	 and	 its	 variations	 during	 the	 19th	 century	 in	 pastures	 with	 scattered
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